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The ethnonym Tangut as a technical term is used today to refer to the 
ethnic group that founded and ruled the kingdom of Xia 夏 (982-1227) in the 
Yellow River Loop Region during a period roughly corresponding to the Song 
宋  dynasty (960-1279) of China proper. Compared with the contemporary 
Manchurian empires of Liao 遼 (916-1125) and Jin 金 (1115-1234), the Xia 
kingdom, also named Da Xia 大夏 ‘Great Xia’ (by the Tangut themselves) or Xi 
Xia 西夏 ‘Western Xia’ (by the Chinese), was a more local phenomenon, but, at 
the same time, it was more stable and long-lived, succumbing, like all of its 
neighbours, only to the Mongol conquest. As a political factor, the Xia state 
occupied a strategic position in the Hexi 河西  Corridor, with its territory 
extending to the western part of Ordos in the northeast and to the northern part 
of Amdo in the southwest (Dunnell 1994). By cultural affiliations, the Xia state 
was explicitly and deeply connected with the realm of Tibetan (Tantric) 
Buddhism (Dunnell 1996), though its location in the intersection of competing 
political interests made it a natural target also for influences from Turkestan, 
Mongolia, Manchuria, and China proper. 
It is generally assumed that the Tangut were a clearly-defined ethnic group, 
distinguished from their neighbours by both language and historical origin. 
According to the most commonly held interpretation, the Tangut were a basi-
cally nomadic ‘people’ that ‘migrated’ from northwestern Sichuan to the Amdo 
region in today’s Qinghai Province around the middle of the first millennium 
(AZ), from where they were ‘forced’ northwards along the Yellow River basin 
by the expanding Tibetans a few centuries later. The language of the Tangut is 
most commonly supposed to have been genetically linked with the languages 
forming the Qiangic branch of Sino-Tibetan, as spoken by the Qiang 羌 ‘nation-
ality’ in Sichuan. An even more specific relationship is often thought to exist 
between the Tangut language and the idioms spoken by some of the modern 
local populations labelled Minyak (Written Tibetan mi.nyag), Gyarong (rgya. 
rong or rgyal.rong), and Horpa (hor.pa), though the details remain unclear 
(van Driem 2001: 446-460). The Tangut language itself survives in an extensive 
corpus of texts, but the texts are written in a language-specific Tangut script 
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whose principles are only vaguely understood. The problems inherent in the 
current ‘readings’ of Tangut are well-known (Kwanten 1984, 1988), but often 
intentionally ignored. Inevitably, as long as no credible solution to these prob-




Mongolic *tangud > *tanggud 
 
Quite irrespective of the problems of ethnic and linguistic identification, 
there is no doubt that the modern usage of the ethnonym Tangut is based on the 
Mongol name for the historical Tangut of the Xia kingdom. In the Secret 
History of the Mongols, the ethnonym appears as †tangud (tang.ut) > †tanggud 
(tang.qut) (de Rachewiltz 2004: 552, 554-555), suggesting that the original 
shape was *tangud, in which the intervocalic velar nasal *ng was undergoing 
the regular process of stop insertion *ng > *ngg, as attested widely in modern 
Common Mongolic. The word is known in the same meaning from Written 
Mongol (tavgqut > tavgqhut), but in later usage it normally has a secondary 
meaning referring to the Amdo Tibetans, a Bodic-speaking population today 
inhabiting parts of the former Xia territory in the Chinese provinces of Gansu 
and Qinghai. Mongols contacting with Bodic speakers normally make a clear 
distinction between *töbed (or possibly *töbüd) ‘Central Tibetans’ and *tang-
gud ‘Amdo Tibetans’. The latter term, in the modern shape tangghd, is also 
used by the Western Mongolic Qinghai Oirat of their immediate Amdo Tibetan-
speaking neighbours in the Kuku Nor region. 
Obviously, the change in the reference of the ethnonym Tangut from 
‘historical Tangut’ to ‘Amdo Tibetans’ took place in the linguistic conscious-
ness of the Mongols at the same time as some sections of the Tangut changed 
their language from Tangut proper (whatever its identity was) to Amdo Tibetan. 
It seems that the scope and impact of the Mongol invasion is often dramatized 
and exaggerated in historical literature. In spite of the political defeat of Xia 
statehood, a considerable proportion of the Tangut people survived the Mongol 
conquest physically, and even entered Mongol service (Franke 2002: 228-230 et 
passim). The main consequence of the loss of political indepedence was the 
gradual disappearance of the Tangut language. The various geographical sec-
tions of the historical Tangut adopted different languages, including Mongol 
(Ordos), Chinese (Northwest Mandarin), and Turkic (Uighur), but at least in the 
perception of the Mongols the continuity was most obvious in the direction of 
Amdo Tibetan speakers. For this reason, the Mongols continued to use the term 
(*)tanggud for the Amdo region and for the Amdo Tibetan-speaking descend-
ants of the former Xia subjects. 
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A conceptual transition in the reference of the ethnonym Tangut is already 
visible in the works of early European travellers, notably Marco Polo (chapter 
58), who by prouincia Tangut implies the Hexi Corridor in the context of the 
Mongol empire (Moule & Pelliot 1938 [1]: 150-154, [2]: XXI). The most im-
portant urban centre in the region at the time was Ganzhou 甘州 (Pelliot 1959-
1963: 150-153, s.v. Campçio), a multicultural and multilingual city, which pre-
viously had been an important Uighur stronghold (Pinks 1968), but which in 
Mongol times housed also a sizable population of Tibetan ‘idolaters’. The iden-
tification of the ‘Tangut’ as Amdo Tibetans was later adopted from the Mongols 
by the Russian explorers of the region (e.g. Przheval´skii 1875), from whom this 
usage was further transferred to the jargon of Western travellers. The expanded 
expression Khara Tangut, based on Mongol *kara tanggud ‘Black Tangut’ 
(Written Mongol qare tavgqhut), is also well attested in both Russian and 
Western literature, and may originally have especially referred to the Amdo 
Tibetan nomadic population. 
Formally, Mongol (*)tangud > (*)tanggud is a plural in (*)-d of a stem that 
could be either *tanguC*, with the replacement of the final consonant (C = *l *r 
*n */n) by the plural marker (*)-d, or simply *tang*, with the automatic inser-
tion of the connective vowel */U before the plural marker. Similar plurals are 
common in the ethnonymic material as used for both Mongols and non-Mongols 
in the Secret History and other sources. In some cases it is possible to identify 
the exact shape of the original singular stem, as in †uigur : pl. †uigu-d ‘Uighur’, 
†jürcen : pl. †jürce-d ‘Jurchen’, while in other cases the singular stem remains 
unattested, as in †manggu-d, †önggü-d. The Secret History also has the double 
plural †tangu-d/u-d (de Rachewiltz 1972 s.v. acc. tang’udud-i), which survives 
in Modern Mongolic as (*)tangguduud > tanggdud ~ tangghdud (Cyrillic 
Khalkha tangaduud). There is also a rarely attested early Middle Mongol form 
†tanggu (in Uighur script tavgqhu, for the sources, see Rybatzki 2004: 117-
118), which lacks the plural ending and which might represent the singular stem 
type *tanggu/n* : *tanggu* (with an unstable final nasal alternating with zero). 
Due to the problems of attestation, not too much weight should perhaps be placed 
on this data; it could also be a question of an irregular truncation of, or a second-
ary back-formation from, the extensively-attested plural form *tanggud, which 
is also used as a singular. 
In the context of Altaic comparisons, the element *-d is normally recog-
nized as a specifically Mongolic plural marker, with no direct counterparts in 
either Turkic or Tungusic, though plural markers reconstructable as *-T or *-TV 
are attested elsewhere in Eastern Central Eurasia (as in Samoyedic and Sog-
dian). It would therefore be natural to assume that the ethnonym Tangut is an 
originally Mongolic formation. The most immediately available base for the 
item would seem to be offered by the name of the Tang 唐 dynasty of China 
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(618-907). In the centuries preceding the founding of the Xia kingdom, the 
Tangut were subjects of Tang China, and it is only natural that they would have 
come to be known as *tang/u-d ‘Tang people’ to the Mongols, who during this 
period were becoming consolidated as an ethnolinguistic entity in Mongolia 
under a variety of tribal ethnonyms. It is well known that ethnonyms and labels 
of political adherence are easily transferred from one population to another, and 
examples of this are particularly abundant in the western sphere of China, as is 
illustrated by the well-known secondary references of labels such as, for in-
stance, Qin 秦 (> China) and Khitan (> Cathay). 
 
 
Orkhon Turkic †tangut 
 
The Mongolic etymology of Tangut as ‘Tang people’ is complicated by the 
circumstance that the ethnonym is also attested in the Orkhon Turkic Bilge 
Kaghan inscription (East 24) of 734/735 (Berta 2004: 163, 198), in which it 
appears as †tangut (tangwt). The reference is to a military operation carried out 
by Bilge Kaghan against the ‘Tangut’ in his seventeenth year of life, i.e., around 
the year 700. The text does not specify who these ‘Tangut’ were and where, 
exactly, they lived, but they seem to have involved an ethnic or political group 
distinct from the Chinese proper, for the latter were known to the Turks by the 
name †tabgac (tawghac), transferred from the Tabghach of the Northern Wei 
北魏 Bei Wei (386-534). In the absence of more specific information, it is 
impossible to say whether the ‘Tangut’ enemies of the Turks had any direct 
connection with the historical Tangut of the Xia kingdom. It is equally possible 
that the Turks used this name for some other local population or entity which 
they had a reason to identify as ‘Tang people’. 
The fact that the ethnonym Tangut is attested in both Mongolic and Turkic 
raises the question as to which of the two languages had the item first. Some 
scholars have specifically mentioned the possibility that it might also be a 
question of an ‘early Turkic plural of the name Tang’ (Wittfogel & Fêng 1949: 
60 note 9). Indeed, there are other Turkic ethnonyms that contain the plural 
suffix *-t in combination with what would seem to be the connective vowel 
*/U. The most notable example is *türk/ü-t ‘Turks’ (Golden 1992: 116-117). 
From the formal point of view these examples are, however, best analyzed as 
Mongolic (in some cases Sogdian) plurals, possibly transmitted by the subse-
quently extinct Para-Mongolic languages spoken in the Northern Wei territory. 
Of course, the possibility cannot be ruled out that this pattern of plural forma-
tion became so popular with the early Turkic speakers that they ultimately used 
it independently to coin new ethnonyms that had no counterparts on the Mon-
golic (or Para-Mongolic) side. Whether this was the case with the ethnonym 
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Tangut is impossible to tell, but the fact that the item is well attested also in 
Mongolic suggests that it may well have been a Mongolic creation from the 
beginning, only secondarily transmitted into Turkic. 
From the point of view of the chronological context it deserves to be noted 
that the Tang dynasty of China got its name by way of a historical accident in 
616, two years prior to the proclamation of the dynasty (Wechsler 1979: 156). 
In practice it must have taken some time before the new name became current 
among the neighbours of China. The first reference to the ‘Tangut’ in the Bilge 
Kaghan inscription is, however, separated by a safe distance from the founding 
period of the dynasty, which means that, by Bilge Kaghan times, the concept of 
‘Tang people’ had had several decades to develop among the early Mongols and 
Turks living immediately north of the Tang dominions in the Hexi Corridor. 
Most probably, the underlying ethnic reference also evolved with time. Unfor-
tunately, we do not know when the concept was extended to cover the ancestors 
of the historical Tangut, but this may well have happened only after Bilge 
Kaghan times. 
A phonological detail that has occasionally raised some discussion in this 
context concerns the shape of the Chinese dynastic name Tang, which has been 
reconstructed as Early Middle Chinese (Tang) *dang, containing a voiced 
dental stop initial (Pulleyblank 1991 s.v.). Early Middle Chinese seems to have 
possessed three different dental stop initials, differentiated by voice and 
aspiration. For Mongolic, two series (weak vs. strong) can be reconstructed, 
differentiated by either voice or aspiration, while Turkic had only one dental 
stop initial (without distinctive voice or aspiration). A borrowing from Chinese 
*dang into Turkic would automatically have yielded *tang-, while in Mongolic 
the result would more probably have been *dang-. This might imply that the 
term *tang/u-t is, indeed, a Turkic creation, even if the plural formative is of a 
Mongolic type. However, there are simply too many parameters involved for 
any definitive conclusion to be drawn. Although we today look at the matter in 
terms of only three textually documented languages (Early Middle Chinese, 
Ancient Turkic, and Middle Mongol), there were in reality many more chrono-
logical and regional varieties of speech of which we know nothing. It is, for 
instance, possible that the item initially had the shape *dang/u-d* in Mongolic, 
from which it was borrowed into Turkic as *tangut and reborrowed into Mon-
golic as *tangud. The actual course of events may have been more complicated 
than this, but the fact remains that nothing contradicts the assumption of a 
connection between Tang and Tangut. 
Another phonological detail concerns the development of the velar nasal 
final *ng in Early Northwestern Chinese. There are indications that the Chinese 
dialects spoken in the Hexi Corridor in the Song period were characterized by a 
systematic loss of this segment (with possible qualitative changes in the preced-
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ing vowel segment). The development is reflected in many Chinese words 
borrowed into Ancient Turkic of the Uighur period, including the dynastic name 
Da Tang 大唐, which appears in Uighur transcription as †tai to (Barat 1996: 
11-13, 41). This information is, however, of no consequence to the etymology 
of the ethnonym Tangut, for the velar nasal final was still systematically present 
in the forms of Chinese spoken in the region during the Tang period (Coblin 
1991: 96-101, 103-105). In any case, the ethnonym Tangut, irrespective of what 




Chinese Dangxiang Qiang 
 
As a technical term, the ethnonym Tangut is also attested in Chinese in the 
shapes tangwu 唐兀 and tanggute 唐古特, but this usage represents a secondary 
adaptation from Mongolic, and the fact that the Chinese script employs the 
etymologically ‘correct’ character唐 tang in this context is a mere coincidence. 
Both during and before the Xia kingdom of the historical Tangut, Chinese 
sources referred to the Tangut by the name Dangxiang Qiang 党項羌. This 
name implies that the Tangut were considered to form a subdivision of the 
Ancient Qiang, also known as Qiang Fang 羌方 ‘Qiang Barbarians’ or Xi 
Qiang 西羌 ‘Western Qiang’, a heterogeneous conglomeration of non-Chinese 
populations which had inhabited the Upper and Middle Yellow River region 
since as early as the Shang 商 period (late 2nd millennium BZ). Like the histor-
ical Tangut, the Qiang are supposed to have been cattle nomads, as opposed to 
the agriculturalist Chinese, a circumstance for which confirmation has been 
sought in the shape of the character 羌 qiang, allegedly ‘man’ + ‘sheep’ (cf. e.g. 
Di Cosmo 1999: 907-909). This explanation is, however, at least partially 
mistaken, for in reality the principal function of ‘sheep’ 羊 yang in the character 
seems to be that of a phonetic. 
The ethnonym Qiang has been inherited by the modern ‘nationality’ 
bearing the same name, but it goes without saying that ethnonymic continuity 
does not necessarily indicate ethnic continuity. In fact, the ancient Qiang lived 
far to the northeast (Shaanxi-Shanxi-Henan) of the modern Qiang (Sichuan), 
and there is no evidence of any historical ethnic migration or expansion that 
would link the two populations. The identification of the historical Tangut as a 
variety of ‘Qiang’ is equally uninformative from the ethnohistorical point of 
view, for it only places the Tangut among the populations known to the Chinese 
by this particular generic name. Obviously, Qiang was a term by which the 
Chinese recurrently referred to the population(s) in their western periphery 
irrespective of which particular ethnic group(s) at any given time occupied this 
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location. Most importantly, the ethnonym Qiang gives us no reliable clue 
concerning the languages that were spoken by the people(s) bearing this label 
during the different periods of Chinese history. 
Of greater interest is the term Dangxiang, used by the Chinese specifically 
to denote the division of ‘Qiang’ that ultimately emerged as the historical 
Tangut. The term seems to have been in continuous use since the Bei Shi 北史 
(completed in 656), and, although it is far from certain that it always referred to 
a single invariable ethnic lineage, it was a term consistently used by the Chinese 
for the rulers of the Xia kingdom and their immediate ancestors (Ruey & Sang 
1972: 2301-2315). Other divisions of ‘Qiang’ which preceded the Dangxiang by 
a few centuries, and which therefore have been regarded as belonging to the 
same ethnic lineage, were known by the names Dangchang 宕昌 and Dengzhi 
鄧至 (Ruey & Sang 1972: 2297-2301). Due to their superficial similarity, the 
three ethnonyms have been regarded as etymologically identical (Olbricht 1956: 
145), but this seems impossible to verify. What is, however, certain is that the 
written form of the ethnonym Dangxiang contains the character 党 dang, which, 
though later often replaced by the homonymic 黨 dang ‘village group, section, 
party’, represents an actual ethnonym (name of tribe or clan) of the ‘Qiang’ 
realm (Morohashi No. 1381). It is perhaps not irrelevant to note that the struc-
ture of the character 党 dang forms a parallel to that of 羌 qiang (with the upper 
part of both functioning as a phonetic, and the lower part as a semantic classifier 
for ‘man’). 
There is also a certain phonetic similarity between the terms Tangut and 
Dangxiang, a circumstance that has stimulated etymological conclusions. Most 
often, it has been assumed that the Mongolic plural *tang/u-d is actually based 
on Chinese dang < *tang, the first component of dangxiang (cf. e.g. Nevskii 
1936/1960: 74, van Driem 2001: 449-450). Alternatively, it has been suggested 
that both Chinese dang < *tang and Mongolic *tang were borrowed “through 
Central Asian mediaries” from “a Tibetan [sic] self-appellation” (Dunnell 1984: 
79, 1994: 156). In spite of the fact that Chinese Dang is attested as an independ-
ent ethnonym, these explanations are problematic, for the Chinese references to 
the historical Tangut always contain the complete bisyllabic form dangxiang. It 
is quite possible that Dangxiang is the Chinese transcription of a non-Chinese 
expression, the first syllable of which was, for historical reasons, written using 
the character 党  dang. Like Chinese tujue 突厥 ‘Turk’ (from *türküt) and 
menggu 蒙古 ‘Mongol’ (from *monggol), the term dangxiang could originally 
have been a non-Chinese bisyllabic word, used as an ethnonym by some local 
population which may or may not have been ethnohistorically connected with 
the lineage of the historical Tangut. 
It is necessary to discuss also the possibility that Mongolic *tangu-d could 
be based on a borrowing from an early form of the bisyllabic ethnonym dang-
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xiang. In view of the development of the second component of the ethnonym, 
the pre-Tang shape of the entire bisyllabic item in Chinese may be reconstructed 
as something like *tang-ghong < *tang-grong (cf. Starostin 1989: 714-717). 
Mongolic *tangu-d, on the other hand, could theoretically be based on a singu-
lar form of the type *tangun* or *tangu/n*, which comes close to the actually 
attested (though problematic) form †tanggu. The Chinese and Mongolic recon-
structions resemble each other, but they are not identical in the details: there are 
unexplainable discrepancies in the medial consonantism (*ngg vs. *ng), in the 
final consonant (*ng vs. *n), and possibly also in the second-syllable vowel 
(depending on the chronological framework). The discrepancies are not particu-
larly serious, but in combination with the general uncertainties inherent in the 
ethnohistorical setting they are sufficient to make the derivation of Mongolic 
Tangut from Chinese Dangxiang appear unlikely. On the other hand, the 
assumption that Tangut and Dangxiang might represent parallel borrowings 
from the same non-Chinese ethnonym would involve rather too many unveri-
fied hypotheses to be taken seriously. 
 
 
The enigma of the Tangut 
 
It may be concluded that, most probably, the ethnonyms Tangut and Dang-
xiang have no etymological connection with each other. The ethnonym Dang-
xiang may originally have been a non-Chinese term adopted by the Chinese, 
who used it to refer to the historical Tangut. On the other hand, it is also 
possible that Dangxiang is a complex expression coined by the Chinese on the 
basis of the primary ethnonym Dang, originally used for some unidentifiable 
division of the group of populations known generically as ‘Qiang’. Neither 
Dangxiang nor Dang are likely to have served as as a base for Mongolic and 
Turkic Tangut, which, by contrast, seems to be a somewhat later creation based 
on the Chinese dynastic name Tang. Formally, Tangut is a plural of the Mon-
golic type, but it may have originated also in the Turkic sphere. 
Both Tangut and Dangxiang are names whose ethnic reference has evolved 
in the course of time. They are also names that were apparently not used by the 
historical Tangut themselves. Other names given to the Tangut by their neigh-
bours were based on the Chinese geographical concept Hexi 河西 ‘West of the 
Yellow River’ → Middle Mongol †kasin irgen ‘Hexi people’ = ‘Tangut’ (de 
Rachewiltz 2004: 552, 903), and the likewise Chinese toponym Xia 夏 (Xia-
zhou 夏州), first attributed to the Tangut ‘Duke of Xia’ 夏國公 Xiaguo Gong in 
883 (Dunnell 1994: 163). Attempts to clarify how the Tangut might have called 
themselves and their kingdom have resulted in speculations that there was a 
‘self-appellation’ connected with the Tibetan ethnonym Minyak (cf. e.g. Dun-
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nell 1984: 83), complemented by a native political term of identification based 
on the somewhat surprising poetic concept of ‘White and High’ (Kepping 1994, 
2001). Needless to say, such speculations would require a definitive analysis of 
the Tangut script. 
Irrespective of what position is taken with regard to the current ‘readings’ 
of Tangut, the ethnic history of the Tangut poses several problems. Even if it is 
possible that their ethnicity and language disappeared rapidly after the Mongol 
conquest, the Tangut were for centuries the dominant political factor in an 
important part of Eastern Central Asia. One would assume that their long period 
of rule would have left traces not only in written documents, but also in the 
social traditions and spoken languages today represented in the same region. 
Clans and tribes bearing the ethnonym Tangut are, indeed, known to have 
entered the composition of the various Turkic and Mongolic groups of the 
previous Xia territory, but the question concerning Tangut linguistic impact re-
mains unclarified. Assuming that Tangut was a Sino-Tibetan language of the 
Qiangic branch, it would have been typologically different from all the other 
languages spoken in the neighbourhood, including Turkic, Mongolic, Tibetan, 
and Chinese. Although proposals have been made concerning the ‘typology’ of 
the Tangut language, no traces of structural interaction with Tangut seem to 
remain in the languages of the people(s) who today may be regarded as the most 
direct physical descendants of the historical Tangut. 
We may compare the situation with that of other vanished ‘nations’ in the 
northern and western periphery of China. The Khitan, for instance, lost their po-
litical dominance in Manchuria a whole century prior to the rise of the Mongols. 
Although the Khitan language was still widely used during the Jurchen period 
in both speaking and writing, it was ultimately lost. Even so, we can today 
identify Khitan as a Para-Mongolic language which, like any normal language, 
interacted with its neighbours, especially with Jurchen, leaving not only loan-
words but also typological traces that still survive in the Jurchen-Manchu 
linguistic lineage (Janhunen 2003 passim). The curious thing is that we cannot 
identify anything of the kind in the case of Tangut: there are simply no recog-
nizable Tangut loanwords or typological features extant in languages such as 
Ordos Mongol or Amdo Tibetan. Whatever the reason may be, this is an enigma 
that remains to be explained. 
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